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ABSTRACT
While a number of studies have documented a variety

of attitudinal correlates of the subjective dimension of age, some
writers have suggested that, especially at the older end of the, life
cycle, subjective age is but a surrogate for measures of
disadvantaged social status. Specifically, this alternative view is
that only the poor or retired or widowed or lower social class
individuals are likely to identify themselves (and, hence, their
problems) in terms of age. This paper, directly tests the 'proposition
that variation in subjective identification is mainly a statistical
function of measures of socioeconomic factors. The study is based on
the 725 respondents over the age of 50 sample4 in a national survey
of the American adult population taken in 1972; the study included
measures of subjective age identification, as well as a number of
social and economic indicators. The results indicated that subjective
age is substantially related to chronological age, but that within
groupings of chronological age (50-64, 64-75, 75 +), the following
factors do not measurably influence variations in subjective age:
income, education, occupational status, subjective social class, sex,
widowhood, retirement. A multiple' regression analysis including all
of these variables plus chronological age combined to explain only
8.6% of the variance in subjective age identification among the
over-50 respondents. It is therefore concluded that subjective age is
not simply a reflection of socioeconomic variables. (Authcir)
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Socio= onomic Predictors of Sub ective A

'Neal E. Cutler
Upiversity of Southern California

I. CONTEXT AND CE THAL HYPOTHESIS

a

This paper seeks to address an analytic issue of substantial importance

to 'social gerontology -7 the issue of Akher "subjective age identification"

among older persons exists,as an independent dimension of their orientation

toward self and society, or whether such identification is simply an artifact

APof the older individual's social location. This analysis is part of a larger

issuOn'social gerontology, that concerning non-chronological definitions

and conceptualizations of aging.

Oneof the, most interesting non-chronological conceptualizations of

agingis thet of subjective age identification -- the degree to which a

chronologically older person communicates to himself and to his environment

that he is old, the degree to which he identifies as part of an,aggregate

known as (but not always precisely defined) "old people." "It is how a

person feels in regaYd to age, his self-orientation within the limits set

by his own social situation and experiencd), and the limits of his physio-

logical condition" (Peters, 1971). .Whilewthere are, of course, biological'

and physiological changes which occar,with age, it is also clear thatisOcial

factors play a large role. in-precipitating an individual's subjectiVe -feeling

of age. As has been.noted with respect to critiques of disingagement theor

.

it may be.society disengaging fyom the, older person, rathenthan the,00p site,/

that accounts for observed patterns of old-age social' behaviors' (Atchley, 192;

Bengtson, 1973).
V
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Much of the prior researchon subjeCtive age identification has focused

upon old age as a pathological conditf/on.' That is, researchers concerned

with the successful adjustment of.,04 people 6 their age have found that

the acceptance or denial of old/40e is/4 general indicator of.the individual's

revj6$mental health.' Thus one ed in this area notes that older persons who

maintain-a subjectively yoOnger self image tend to be better adjusted, have.

higher morale, react more favorably to role changes, and are better a le to

withstand stress (Peteri, 1971).

A more recentliy emerging genre of studies concerning subjective age,

however, focus04Apon age identification or age consciousness as a possible
,

orgaritzing'f mework for social and political action among order persons.'

Riley 1) suggests that age consciousness paral els class consciousness

in, t sense that while every person possesses attr butes which are indicators,,

social class, every person is not subjectively aware of his class, and /

those persons who.are subjectively aware of their class potition do not /

necessarily' consider this as a salient dimension of their social and Witical

orientations. The sameooRiley says, may be said for age and subjective

feeli,igs of age identification. While objectively everyone has a/age, not

all persons are age conscious, and eveflamong tho'se who are, no all find

the age dimension 8k-salient basis for, individual or collectiy4 behavior.

Following this line of analysis, a growing number of studies is con-
,

cerned with the role that age identification may play in social and political

activities,among the aged. One line of research has examined social and

Political attitudes as correlates and consequences of subjective identifica-

tiop (Cutler, 1974; Cutler, 1975; Cutler and Bengtson, 1975). A second line

of research has investigated the involvement,of the older person in a network

of organizational relationships. This research has found that such



organizational involvements tend to increase age identification while at

the same time serving as focal points for an emerging politics of old age .

(Trela, 1971;/Trela, 1973; Pratt, 1974; Pratt, 1976; Dowd acid Cutler, 1975).

4

As Riley (1?71} not ed, for both subjective social class identification and

subjective age identification, certain historical conditions will emerge

in which people will become aware of-their age (or class) and will act on

,'the basis of such identifi ations as the cited studies are beginning-to

demonstrate.

While, in the review cited arlier Peters (1971) found subjective age

identification to be substantially sociated with indicators of psychosocial

Well- being, the two factors found most often to be correlated with subjective

age were social structural in nature -- social class and sex. Thus the

analyst is faced with the question of whether 'r not subjective age identifi-

cation really exists as "its own" phenomenon, or hether it is simply a

reflexive outgrowth of the milieu engendered by ide ifiable social class

and social experience configurations. Indeed, some analysis in the politica
Ir

context has argdathat subjective age identification is but a reflection of

social class, or other indicators of "disadvantaged status;" that is, it is

only the disadvantaged elderly who are likely to identify themselves as old

since the more affluent elderly are in a better position-to maintain their

Aprevious life-cycle identifications (Binstock, 1972).

The suggestion that subjective age *dentification,might largely be an

outgrowth ef sex differences is supported by the\observation that females

may bemorelikely to hold old-age subjective identifications since "women

are judged as old on the ficasis of chronological age while men are judged in

more functional terms" such'as occupation or labor force participation

(Atchley and George, 1973). Such sex differencesin age identification are

5

V

40



magnified since widowhood, an experience which affects considerably more

older females than males, is known to be correlated with old age identifi-

cation (Riley and Foner, 1968). 4t

Thus we come to the central hypothesis of the present study. Subjec-

tive age identification is a key concept in social gerontology, as it repre-

sent s a major mode of non-chronological conceptualization of age -- and has

been seen to be substantially related to both individual-level and societal

level behavioral orientations. But is, subjective age, as some have suggested,

simply an outgrowth of social position? Are feelings of subjective age dis-

tributed relatively evenly throughout the older population, or is subjective
-,_

age disproportionately concentrated among females, ose with low education,
% A \ .

income, and social status, and persons who a e wi wed and retired?

This paper, consequently, will systematically consider the effects of

a set of indicators representing the above questions upon subjective age

t
identification. The central hypothesis to be tested, therefore, is the

hypothesis that differences in subjective age identification, are accounted

for by the indicators of social position. That is, it is hypothesized that

subjective age identification is primarily,a simple reflection of other

variables; i.e., is a dependent variable most of whose variance can be ex-
.

, plained by indicators of social position.

This hypothesis will be evaluated empl6cing data from a recent nation-

ally representative sample of the adult Ameri an population, and will include

\c.

bivariate and multivariate tests. The folloWing section, consequently,

briefly overviews the nature of the data base, the operationalization ofthe

subjective age identification variable, and the nature of the analytic tests

to be empldyed.
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II. DATA BASE, VARIABLES, AND MODES OF ANA

4

The present study is based on a national probability sample of the

adult American population, undertaken,in 1972, representing 2,705 personal

interviews. The attitude survey was undertaken by the Center for Political

Studies of dthe.University of.Michigan and is Part of to long-term program of

national attitude surveys, taken in conjunction with presidential and con-

gressional elections -- a series Of bi-annual national surveys which began.

in 1948.

Included in the 1,972 survey was a series of dichtomous "closeness'" items

in whicft the respondent was asked "Do you feel close to ?" -,- yes or no.*

In the interview, this question was asked for sixteen different groups in-

cluding, for example, farmers, whites blacks, businessmen, and "young people"

and "old people." At the end of the series of dichotomous items was a summary

questilon which °asked for the one group toward which the respondent felt closest.

The operationalization of subjective age identification employed in. the
A

present research combines the pair of dichotomous items pertaining to age and

the single summary question. That is, the subjectively old respondent is .

the one who said he did feel close td old but did not feel close to young, or

who felt close to both old and young but felt closest to old.

It is important to note here that not every respondent in the national

sample can be characterized as having a subjective age identification; for

*The data were acquired through the Inter-university Consortium for
Political Research. The items on age identification were designed by.
Professor Gerald rin, Department of Psychology, University of Michigan.
Sincere gratitude is expressed to Professor Gurin for releasing the data on age
identification for this research preest even though his own research is
not yet completed. The particular index of subjettive age identification
constructed from the available items, however, is the present writer's
responsibility:

7
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many of the respondents age was just not a salient part of their social

psychological composition. In fact, 38.2% of the total sample felt doge

to neither old nor young. The focus of our analyses is upon a comparison of

those who do not have any age identification with those who may be characu

terized as havingA subjective old-age identification. These comparisons

will be made within successive groups of individuals defined in terms of

their chronological age. The data base for the present analysis is, ini-

tially, all respondents age 59 and over; preliminary analysis, however;

demonstrated that more'detatled chronological grouping4is necessary. Thus

we are asking if, within groupings of the chronologically old, there are

identifiable differences between those individuals who possess a subjec-

tively old-age identification and those individuals who do not identify with

age at all. Excluded from this analysis are those chronologically older

respondents who identified as young. Table 1 provides a descriptive profile

of the analytic sample on which this paper is based.

Table 1: Derivation of Subjective Age Data Base

A. Total National Sample N = 2160

B. Over Age 50 N = 805-

C. Young Age Identification .

D. Old Age Identification

E. No Age Identification

N

.

,80

304

421

% Over 50
Old vs. No

Age Identification

9.9

37.8

52.3

.

, 41.9

58.1

a531 respondents in the total national sample of 2705 did not participate
in the sequence of subjective identification items included in the study.

8



The central hypothesis suggests that subjective age identifi ation is

a function of the respondent's social location. To test the hypothesis, the

following are included as independent variables: sex, education, incOme,

occupational status, owning versus renting one's home, subjective social

class identification, labor force status, and widowhood status, The anal-

ytic results will be.presented in three sections: (1) percentage distribu-

tions indicating the bivariate association between subjective'age and each

of the social indicators; (2) a diagrammatic or "tree-branching" analysis

indicating the cumulative effects of alternative combinations of independent

variables upon differences in subjective age identification; and 0) the

results of stepwise multiple regression techniques to demonstrate the total

amount of variation in subjec tive age identification explained by the whole

set of independent variables.

III. BIVARTATE ASSOCIATIONS

. Although the initial data base for the present study comprised all those

over 50 years of age in the 1972 national sample of the American adult pop-

ulation, it is clear that the "older population" is not a homogeneous set

of persons. Even when dealing with the over-50 (or the over-65) population,

chronological age 7e, as an index of a range of biological, physiological,

psychological, and social processes -- is still an important discriminator

- -variable. To cite just one illustration: in recent writings Neugiten (1974)

notes the emergence of the young-old as a bonafidp life stage, de ined as

persons ge 55-75, and characterized by relatively good health, aff uence,

education', and social involvement. The old-old, Neugarten argues, those

personsabove age 75, and are those who more closely fit societal images of

"old age."

9



We assume, therefore, that iMportantchronological divislons exist

within the older population, and further asst..- that subjective age identi-

fication is at least to some extent correlated with Chronological age.
,

Table 2, consequently, indicates thqbivariate association of chronological

.

ald subjective age within the sample of respondents over 50 years of age..

Table 2: Subjective Age and Chronological Age

Subjectively Old No' Age

Identification Identification (N)

50-64 31%
. 69 (406)

65-74 51% 49" (197)

75+ 62% 38 (122)

Chi-square, p < .001; Gamma = .43; Pearson correlatidn Wing ungrouped

age) 0

Table 2 clearly demonstrates that expressionsofa subjectively old age

identification systematically increase with age even when attention is focused

on the latter half of the life-cycle. Clearly only a minority af those under

age 65 identify as old. Conversely, the "old-old, R or the."frall old" as

. those over 75-are sometimes called, substantially dentify, as old. And those

between the traditional age df retirement and age 75 as a group are split

virtually evenly between those who do identify as old and those who do not

express an age identification it all..

A ide from the specifics of the association been chronological age
...

- ',

,
and subj e age identification, two suggestions can be drawn from Table 2.

First, the percentage distributions set the stage for the central hypo't'hepis

of this study: since not all p1ersons in any of the chronological subgroups

.

10
r

. r
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identify as old, are the subjectively old simply a socioeconomically defined

subset of each group or is -- for example -- the 51 percent of the 65-74 age

group which does identify as old drawn from all social and economic strata

of society? Second, it is clear that we must observe the interrelationship
kr

of socioeconomic indicators and subjectivegage identification within the

separate chronological age groups. Since chronological age isborrelated

both with subjective age identification, and with such key independent var-

iables, as retirement, widowhood, income, education, and sex, it is clearly

necessary to control for subjective age and investigate the various rela-

tionships separately for each of the thr e roughly-drawn chronological ages.

:Fable 3 presents the percentage distributions for the subjectively old

and the non-subjeAively old respondents distributed across eight indicators

of social location --,and within each of the three chronological age groups

noted above. In addition, for purposes of comparison, Table 3 presents the

percentages for. the total over-50sampte. It is clear from an examination

of the columns representing the three separate age groups that little support

is given for th hypothesis that subjective age identification is adirect

function of social and economic position in society. With only a few ex-

ceptions there is little significant statistical association between subjec-

tive age and the independentivariables. Similarly, few of the gamma correla-

tion coefficients are above; the .2 Level.

Of course, it must be:noted that or several of the independent varlables

thd hypothesized relationship appears as a tendency in the data. ThUs, for

example, those categories nepresenting poorer respondentsthose with less

education and lower occupational status, and those who are retired or-widowed

do tent to exhibit so what larger percentages of subjectively old i4nti-

fiers. But it 'certain cannot be concluded thata subjective old age.idea-

tification derives solely from these indicators Of social location.
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Table 3 also demonstrates that in those few instances where the social

indicators do have a significant assbciation with subjective age, the role

of the social variable is not constant across the chronological age groupings.

Income level, for example, is important only for the 50-64 age group: in

this group it is clearly the poorer respondents who tend to identify them-

selves in terms of old age. One might speculate on the basis of data such

as theSe that a process of economic aging begins earlier in the life cycle for cate-

gories of economically disadvantaged persons (Walther, 1975). Indeed, the variety

of governmental programs which treat "old age" as a category of economically-

based need employ substantially different chronological definitions of "Old

age" as criteria for,eligibility under the programs (Cain, 1974). The

income variable is not significantly associated with subjective age identi-

fication in either of the remaining age groups.

As a second example, we see that among the "old-old" (75+), both six and

widowhood are significantly associated with an old age identification:

females and widowed persons (the latter, of course, beiel heavily dominated

by females) exhibit substantially higher proportions of old age identifiers

than males and nonwidowed persons. This finding it consistent with the

Atchley and beorge (1973) study cited ear44er which concluded that females

tend to be socially defined by others at old in terms of chronological age,

I

while males may be socially defined in terms of their work roles. Thus,'it

is interesting to note that sex and widowhood attain statistically signifi-

cant relationships with subjective age only in the '754. group.

In short, the data in Table 3 tend to substantially support the pro

position that subjective age identification among older persons is not simply

a function or relection of traditional indicators of social position. The

statistical relationships are largely non-significant and the magnitiades of

v

14
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the relationships are in general quite low. And in those instances where

the association is significant, the variable is seen to have an impact

localized to specific chronological stages within old age.

In addition to the above generalizations 'Table 3 Suggelts ah important

cautionary point forgerontological researchers. 143. few of the rela-

tionships within the three chronological age groupings are significant, it

is more often the case that relationships attain Statistical significance

when-all persons age 50 and over are grouped toget6r. One may wonder, for

example, how it can be that there are no significant associations between

retirement and subjective age within each of the three chronological age

groupings, yet for the total over-50 sample the relationShip is significant.
g4

TtiOnswer is clear, although' perhaps not obvious, and is suggested in Table

The real relationship is that between chronological Age and subjective age

Within the over -50 sample -7 given in the last coluMn of Table.3 --most of

the retired persons are the older respondents and most of the working.persqns

are the younger respondents. Thus while the data describing everyone Wier

50 demonstrate a significant relationship between subjective age'and retire-

ment, in fact the relationship is a spurious one, With chronological age

being the exogeneous-variable which is associated both with subjective age

and retirement.. Therefore, the data in Table 3 -- comparing the 'first three

columns of data with the fourth column -- strongly suggest that social geron-

tologists not conqider all older persons as a single homogeneous grouping as

..,far as subjective age identification is.concerned. Since chronological age

is highly correlated with subjective age identification, even within samples

of the older population, the introduction of "explanatory" variables which

are, themselves highly intercorrelated with chronological alge may provide '

quite misleading *and inaccurate explanations.
9
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IV. COMBINED ,,EFFECTS OF SOC.ZAZ LOCAXION ON UBJECTIVE At IDENTIFICATION

In this and the followin'g,sectidns d present al ernattve ways of

examining the impact of combinations the independent variablip upon sub-
,

jective age identification. This s atjtin uses t independent variables,

to define successively A uniq e stibgroups 'the over-50 population; the

/
means of these subgrou are then compared determine the degree to which

the, variables combin to nfluence subjective age identification. The

following section w'll mploS, correlation and regressionregressionarilysis to test

the hypothesis tha su jeative age is a function of indicators of social

status and social 1ocetion.

Forthis analysis the dependent variable, subjective age identification,

was scored as 1 for those respondents indicating a subjectivly old identi-

fication, an 0 for those indicating no age identification. Thus for any,

group the an ranges between 0 and 1. Fuleythermore, because the variable

is dichotOm usly coded in this way, the mean score for any group or s'ubgroup

is also the proportion which expressed the subjectively old response. For

example, for -the .entire over-50 sample the mean score is .4g. This xdrres-'

ponds directly to Table 1 which indicates that 41.9% of the-sampre were

coded as having an old age subjective identification.

From the eight independent variables included inTabie 3, literally

hundredt of twd-varfible, three-Variable, and other multi- variable combin-

ations could be constructed to test for the cumulative effects Of the var-

iables upon subjective age identification: In this section, hOlever, only

two basic sequences will be considered.- The first sequence focuses upon

the 1,tsible differential impact of' event't which are associated with old age:

retirement and widowhood; thus, this se4ence will consider the effects of

successively combining age, sex, widowhood status, and retirement status.

16
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Table 4: Subjective Age Mean Scores afid Indicators of Life Stage Events
./ t

Total 50+

. -
.

AGE 41X WIDOWHOOD RETIREMENT

(M)ole (N)onwidow (W)orking
4 (F)emale (W)idow (R)etired

. .

.42 (722)

o.

50-64: .31 (404)

W: e29 (153)
N: .28 (172)

M: .29 (178)

. *
Wi

a. R:

(172)

'

.34 (226)

65-74: .52 (196)

5 :.62. (.122)

: .28 .(54)

//--- N: .42 (59)

.

6

(10).

.58 (12)

. WI 25_ (51)

*

W: '.53 (17)

38 (42)

W : *
W: .87. (16)

:93(14)

W: .55 (47),

. /777 N: .56 (59)

. (12)
F: ,$1 (121

W:42 (45)
W: .47 (62)

R: .59 (17)

M: 46 (35)

W

.fig (87

W:

W: *

.45 (22)

R: .48 (24)

*,
46 (13)

R. 46 (13)

W: .46 (13)
.47 (19) .

R:

.72 (46)
.75 (68).

82 (22)

*'= fewer than 10 cases.
.17
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The second sequence is directly socioeconomic in nature And will..consider

successive groups of respondents identified byage, education, and income.

Table 4 presents, the first sequence of independent variables. The

"tree-branching" or "breakdown". approach simply takes each grbup of respon-

dents and sorts them into subgroups based upon the next variable in the

sequence. Tiv breakdown-is first made on the basis of the three chronological

age categories employed in Tables 2 and 3; and again it is seen that chron-
/

, / ologicai age within the over-50 sample is strongly associated with differ-

ences in subjective age -- the older the respondent the greater the subjec-

tive old age.

The impact of sex differences is,not the same for each age group, as

is seen in the second column of Table 4; Females in the 50-64 age group

have a slight tendency to be more identified with old age than are males

(.34 vs. .29), while for the 65-74 age group there is virtually no differ-
.

ence between males and females (.52 vs.-51). It.is not until the oldest

chronological age group is observed that substan ex differen4s in

subjective age identification are seen (.46 vs. .69). 0

Widowhood does have some impact upon feelings of subjective age iden-

tification, but this impact is different for males and females, and the sex

differences are not the same for each chronological age prop, Fdr,males

of each age group widowhood appears to have the expected impact: more
4

widowed males express a subjectively old identification than do nonwidowed

males -- an observation, however, which represents a Substantial difference

only in the case of males in the 65-74 age group.

For females in the younger two age groups, widowhood seems to have a
)

reverse effect upon subjective age identification. Widowed females ,fi both

the 50-64 and 65-74 age groups have noticeably lower scores' in the.
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direction.of.no age identification) than nonwidowed females (,28 vs. .35 and
c

.47 vs. .56). It is only Among the oldest females that widowhood produces

the anticipated increases in old age identification, and here the difference

between nonwidows and widows is substantial (.47 vs. .75). One might spec,

ulate that widowhood for the younger old females acts as a kind of liber-

ating event in so far as subjective age identification is concerned. Per-

haps an old-age identification on the part of the wife reflects her,(typically

older) husband's retired and perhaps unhealthy status. The loss of:the

husband might; after the basic shock and grief have diminished, alloW 611t

widowed female to establish a more independent set of self images in Which

the age factor plays a relatively diminished role.

When we consider retirement, the final variable included in this

sequence, we again note that the variable does not have a homogeneous imAt

ion all groups in the sample. Whife it might be initially assumed that

retirement would cohtribute to increased subjective feelings of old age,

Such is not'always the case in these data, and where retirement does have

this predictille impact, the magnitude of the impact varies from group to

9roup.),,,
A I

o
A For nonwidowed males in the two chronologically younger age groUps

retirement actually has the opposite effect upon subjective age, i.e.,

retirechmales have lower average subjective age identification scores,

'.21.21 vs. .29 and .38 vs. .53). It may well be that earlier than normal

retirement for many men is based either on poor physical health or on ro-

bustly-healthy finances. In either case, factors other than old age may

be salient in the subjective identifications of these persons.

For females the results are all in the anticipated direction, although

the magnitude of the increase in' old age, identification associated with being

retired Varies across the groups. For example, retirqient appears to

19'
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contribute more toward female identification with old age among widows than

among flonwidows. A perhaps more interesting difference is that retirement

appears to make a much more substantial contribution to feelings of old,age

among the younger Oilmen in the over-50 'Sample than the'two other age groups --

and this is true for both the widowed and nonwidowed females.

In sum*, Table 4 suggests that the variables age, sex, widowhood, and

retirementdo at times combine to produce increased levels of subjegOve age

identification -- butnot universally for all older persons. In many in-

stances the reverie of what may be hypothesized -has been found (e.g., that

for younger female5 widowhood lessens feelings of subjective age identifica-

tion rather than promoting such feelings). Furthermore, the magnitude of

the contribution of these variables to subjective age identification varies

agrots the several sequential combinations of variables. Finally, it should

be noted that only one sequence in Table 4 systematically demonstrates the

expected contribution of these four variables to subjective age identifica-

tion. The bottom line, or "branch," in the Table indicates that the oldest

(.62) females (.69), who are both widowed (.75) and retired (.82),exhibit

successively higher levels of subjective age identification; in addition, it

may be noted that the 22 respondents defined by this combinippn of attri-

butes do indeed have the highest score in the whole table.

A three-variable sequence including chronological age, income, and

education is presen lid in Table 5. In'oeder to provide groups in which the

number of cases per group was sufficient for analysis, income was dichoto-

mized at. $8,000 per year; and high and low education level were defined as

twelve or more years of formal schooling (i.e., completion of high school),

versus eleven years or fewer. Although completion of high sc ool would today

not be considered as achievement of a 'high" level of educat on, such is an

20



acceptable criterion when dealing with older people whose education took

place in an earlier historical era (Cutler and Schmidhauser, 1975).

The mean subjective age identification scores for the various groups

appear to provide some *support for the central hypothesis that subjective

age is influenced by soaRzconomic factors. In each of the income and

education comparisons, as suggested by the hypothesis, the higher income

respondents ave a lower subjective old age identification, as.is also char-

acteristic of the higher education respOndents.

It should also be noted that the lowest and highest mean scores. in

Tablei5 are found precisely in those combinations of attributes,suggested by

the central hypothesis. Thus the 138 respondents.who are in. the youngest

'age grouji) the higher income group, and the higher education group have an

average subjettive age identification score.of..25. At the other.end, the

77 respondents representing the oldest age group and the-lower income and

education categories have an average score of .70, suggesting considerably

more subjective identiffcation with old age.

While the sequence of variables in Table 5 does give some support to

the hypothesis that subjective age identification is a function of socio-

economic factors, two limiting observations must also be made. First while

the two "extreme" grqqs do have scores of .25 and .70, it must be noted

that tile average scores computed for the 50-64 age group and te%75+ age

group are .31 and .62; thus much of the difference between the two extreme

groups

141,

appears\frbe a function of ch ronological' age. A gecond and related

observation is that in general, the mean scores associated with the chron-

ological age groups exhibit greater differences than do the scores associated

with income and education.

21.
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Table 5: Subjective Age Mean Scores and Socioeconomic Indicators

TOTAL AGE . INCOME EDUCATION

50-64:

.42 (725) 65-74:

f

75+:

.38<8:

.31 (406)

.55

////
<8:

.51 (197)
,NN\NN

.63<8:

.62 (122

8+: .55.

<11: .41 (133)
(1731_

12 +: .30 (40)

(66----
<11: .27 (88)_

12+: .25 (138)

<11: .58_(115)
(144)

12+: .4.1 (291

(98)

<11: .50 (22)

12+: .41 (22).

<11: .70 (77)

12+: .38 (21)

<11:

12+:

* = fewer than fo cases.

NB: Income dichotomized above (8+) and below (<8) $8,000 per year.
Education dichotomized at completion of high school or more (12 +) versus .

less (<11).

22



-17

V. MULTIPLE CORRELATION AND REGRESSION ANALYSIS

The previous section provided modest'ecliidence that additive combinations

of social class and social location variables provide better predictions of

subjective age identification than any single indicator or variable.. Conse-

quently, our final test will be a multiple regression analysis using all of the

independent variables. Several questions will.be answered by this analysis :.

(1) As suggested in the central hypothesis of this study, is subjective age

identification best understood as a function of indicators of social loca-

tion and socioeconomic status? (2) Within a nationally representative sample.

of the over-50 populatt6n, does chronological age still play a significant
9

role in thqAenesis of subjective age-identVication? (3) When all of the

potential predictors are included in'a single multipieregressicin analysis,

what is. the independent contribution of each to the explanation of subjective

age identificAtion?

Table 6 presents several interrelated kinds of information concerning

the contribution of each of eight predictor variables subjective age iden--

tification. In this analysis, subjective age is again dichotomized. (no age

identification = 0; and subjective old identification = 1). Income, educa-i
,

tion, occupational status, and subjective social class were each coded with
e.

the higher values representing the higher socioeconomic positions. Sex,

widowhood, and retirement coded with the hig* values for females,

widowed; and retired.

The first two columns of'Table 6 present the results of a preliminary

but revealing bivariate correlational analysis. In the first column the

simple bivariate correlation betWeen subjective'agg identification and each

of the predictors is given. While none of the correlations is outstandingly

high, and several are, distinctly low, all of them are at least in,the.direCtien
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that is.suggested by previous research. That,is,,subjective old age iden-

Iification is negativelY rel,ated to indicators of socioeconomic status, but

positfvelyfrelated to being older wid wed, retire nd female.

The resul s of his correl tional analYsise corrOboratedDby the data

presented in Table 2 suggest t at chronological ag rather than the other.
.

-independent vaiiable , is tire key predictor of subj
.

v And, as

Table 3 demonstrated, when'the other variables are analyze within three'

roughly-drawn chronological age categories, thdir connection to subjective

age identification is reduced. Correlational methods provide

and tellinb test of the degree to which. the bivariate associations of
e

independent variables with subjective age identificationmight.be

spurious.

The secondm of Table 6, consequently, presents the first -order

partial correlation between each of the predictors and subjective age iden-
.

tification, employing .chronological age (which is used in its Ungrouped raw

form for these analyses)-as the,partialling variable: As the ist of corre-

lations clearly demonstrates, in virtually every case the simple bivariate

oorre4kion becomes reduced. Thus these partial correlation coefficients
.!

strongly suggest that the socioeconomic variables which have been hypothesized'

to besubstantiej predictors of subjective age are in fact themsefves strongly,

related to chronological age.

The partial correlations indicate that'chronolog.ftal age rather than

the social variables is the key predictor of subjective age. Nonetheless,'

a final test is needed to precisely determinethe relative importance of

each'potential predictor in the,context of all the predictors, as well as
.

the overall cumulative importance of the whole set of oredictors. Multiple

regression analysis provides this test, and the results of regressing

24



INCOME.

EbUCAT

RETIREMENT

WIDOWHOOD

OCCUP. STATUS.

SOCI4 CLASS

Table 6: SubjectiVe I Identificitifon: The independent
Contribution,of-Soctal'Indicator VariableS

' Bivariate Relationships

(A) (fi)

Simple First-Order. -

r. Partials by Age'

:247

-.164,

-.130

.089 ,073

121, .015

-.054-:047

4

Multiple Regression Analyses

(C)
(0) (E)

Cukilative Cumulative % Standardized
Multiple! R -Variance Explained Beta Weights

.247 6.09%

.277 7.U%

.285 , 8.14%

.289 8.33%

.290 8.43%'

.292 8152%

.293

.295
a
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subjective age identifi atiop<Opon the set ofiel ht independent variables'

t

CONmn Cwindicates the
. /

are given in the last three colLAOs of Table 6

cumulative multiple'correlation Of the set of predictors with-subjective
$,*

age. It is clear from these data that while the total set of 'eight predictors..

yields a modest 'Mkiltiple R 044295, most of this correlation. is accototed

for by the simple corre 'ion between chronological age and s bjective age

N't

of .247. A slightly different way of looking at the same information is

given in Column D in which the squared Multiple. R, or percentage of variapet

explained, is cumulatively given. dhronological age alone accountA for 6%

of theme variance in subjective age identification. The ,,incOme of the respon-

.

dent adds another 1.6%. of the varince, and the remaining 'six orediptors,

cumulatively add only another 1% of the liar:lance.

Finally, the last column of Table 6 presents the standardized-regression

.

coefficients, or beta weights, indicating the relative contribution' of each
. %0 % ^ 4' ,

of the eight independent variables in predicting subjective ag9 identification.
't..

Again chronologicarage is seen to be by far the most important variable in

explaining subjective age. Indeed, the, contribution of chronological age is

more than double that of the second most important Variable in-the list bf

predictors.

VI. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

This analysis, began with the prOposition that subjective age identifica-

tion an important non-chronological dimension of aging which is gaining

increasing attention by social gerontologists. Yet there has been a question

raised as to whether subjective age exists. atjn independent dimension of the

older person's life space, or if it is simply an artifact of social and econ-
%

omic positionVithin.society. SpeCifically, it has b en soggested or

26
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hypothesized that only the paor, the uneducated, or other disadvantaged

older persons are likely o express a subjective old age identification.

The present analysis has 'sought to directly test this,hypothesis employing

a set of multiple predictgysl a measure of subjective age identification,

and a national sample of the adult-population of the United States..

This study should lay to rest the belidf that subjective age

identificatia is a simple function of socioeconomic indicators.

Although the analysis has focused only upon those respondents age 50 and

above, it is still the case that chronological age is the sin le best pre-
.

dictor of subjective age. This generalization is supported by an analysis

of frequencies, percentages,) and means in -which chronological age was broken
?

down intq the three intervals of 50-64, 65-74, and 75+, as well as a correla-

tion and regression analysis in which "raw" age was employed. By cqntrast,

indicators of socioeconomic position -- income, education, occupational'

status, and the respondent's own subjective social class identification --

contribute very little independent explanation to subjective age identttica-

tion. This latter conclusion is also valid for two traditional indicator§

of life course transition -- widowhood and retirement. Qf these litter two

variables, however, it should be noted that for identifiable,stages:in the

life cycle and in combination with specifiable sex-age confi gu air ons,.widow-
h

.

hood and retirement do influence levels of subjective agp ic66fication.

Although the descriptive portrayal of the connections (or, rather, lack

of connections) between subjective age and the independent variables has

been presented in terms of sequences of means and percentages, the testing

of the central hypothesis is most clearly revealed by the multiple regression

and partial correlation analyses. In the latter we note that when_the effects

of chronological age are statistically partialled out, the correlation

27,
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between subjective age and each the predictors is reduced. Similarly,

the'regretsion analysis demonstrates that. the independent con"ution.bf.

21

thertocial indicator variables is quite small after the contribution of

chronolpgital age is taken into account.

By rejecting the central hypOthesis of the study and documenting the

proposition that sgbjective age idehtification is not a simple function of

social aipd economic variables, the present analysis raises a larger number

of questfbni than it answers. If the social and economic variables arf not,

lwedictive,:. what then are the wellsprings of subjective &ge identification?

What kineo person tends to feel old or identify himself as old? There

are clearly number of clusters of variables which are critical to-answering

this question but which have not been considered here -- variables which
fl

should be uilt into new studies specifically designed to answer these kind'.'
t,;.-

of questia3.
1

For example, the data base employed in this study did not contain infor-

mation on the details of ,either the widowhood or the retirement context. The

voluntary or forced genesis of the retirement "decision," for exampleoay,be more

important to feelingS of subjective age than the retirement itself. ,turthemorej

while income level was measured as it typically is in-studies of the national

adult population, more precise measures concerning 'amounts and sources lof

money income as well as other kinds of resources might have a greaterbearing

of feelings of subjective age than simple family or personal income. Other

family resource and family context variables which may well prove to be im-
,

portant would include indidators of family interaction in the post-empty-nest

years..

And,,. of course, related to questions of personal -:and family resources

are issues of health status, medical resources, and even subjective :likelihood'
.
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of staying alive. To what degree, for example, does an older individual

attempt to integrate the longevity of his patents, his smoking behavior,

his level of tension, etc., in a calculation.of personal life expectancy --

andto what degree is such a calculltion related to feelings of subjective
j

4age identification?
)

lb the kinds of individual or personal variables suggested,.variables

indexing the relationship,of the individual to the social system may also

provide parts of the explanation of subjective age. For:example, to. what

degree are age=.s&greted or age-integrated residential neighborhoods.

conducive to Nelings of subjective age identification? To.whaX extent does

belonging to age-homogeneous versus age-heterogeneous groups and associations

of various kinds affect subjective age identification? Clearly, if the

immediate environment and the larger society ,of which all oersons pare a part

are each supportive of the view that old age is a positively-valued stage

of life, with legitimate roles and rights, then chronologically older persons

are more likely to subjectively identify as old. The present analysis,

therefore, has hopefully, made the responsibility of social geron/biogists

more complex by noting the disutility of the simple socioeconomic hypothesis,

and thereby directing attention to the moreinteresting and challenging
9

antecedents and causes of subjptiye age identification.

29
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